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October 28, 1968 


BRIEFING PAPER 



On the basis of a meeting this afternoon in Paris, I have just 
issued orders to stop the bombing of North Vietnam. 

I want to give you an account of the circumstances that led up 
to this decision. I cannot emphasize strongly enough that what I am 
about to say to you must be treated in the strictest confidence. 

On June 5, I received a letter from Chairman Kosygin telling 
me that he and his colleagues had grounds to believe that a cessation 
of the bombing of North Vietnam could contribute to a breakthrough 
in the situation and produce prospects for a peaceful settlement. 

After a further series of exchanges, I communicated the following 
to the Soviet leaders on September 15: "Setting all political arguments 
aside, the simple fact is that the President could not maintain a 
cessation of the bombing of North Vietnam unless it were very promptly 
evident to him, to the American people, and to our allies, that such 
an action was, indeed, a step toward peace. A cessation of bombing 
which would be followed by 

abuses of the DMZ, 

-- Viet Cong and North Vietnamese attacks on cities or such 



populated areas as provincial capitals, ffv 
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or a refusal of the authorities in Hanoi to enter promptly 

s 

into serious political discussions which included the 
elected government of the Republic of Vietnam, could 

V 
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simply not be sustained* ” 

On October 2 we were informed that a further exchange of views 
could prove useful. Such an exchange did take place between Secretary 
Rusk and Foreign Minister Gromyko in New York on October 6. 

Meanwhile, I had come to a full understanding on our three points 
with Ambassador Harriman, whom I saw on September 17, and with 
Ambassador Vance, whom I saw on October 3. Both fully agreed and 
supported our position. 

At a meeting in Paris on October 11, the Hanoi delegation put 
to us this question: Would we stop the bombing when we had a clear 
answer to the question of GVN participation as a party in the negotiations 
that would follow a cessation of the bombing? 

After underlining our other two positions -- on the DMZ and the 
cities -- Harriman said he would have to refer the question to 
Washington. 

At this point we consulted Ambassador Bunker and General Abrams, 
asking them their frank views on an instruction to Harriman which would 
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demand a prior agreement on GVN participation -- and an under standing 
of what would be required to continue a bombing cessation, namely, 
that the DlvlZ be respected and the South Vietnamese cities not be 

attacked. 


They responded as follows: n General Abrams and I interpret 
the exchange with Hanoi as a fairly clear indication that Hanoi is 
ready for a tactical shift from the battlefield to the conference table. 

We concur in the instruction to Harriman and Vance, and believe 
Hanoi will give indications that it finds paragraph one (GVN participation) 
’acceptable, 1 and paragraphs two and three (DMZ and the cities) 
’understandable . 1 We would regard such a response as meeting our 
essential requirements for a cessation of the bombing. 

Meanwhile, we received through the Soviet Embassy in Paris 
a side message from the Hanoi delegation that they would agree to 
the participation of the GVN after bombing stopped. 

On this basis, we went to President Thieu. He said "so long 
as we are going to press the offensive in the South and in Laos, and 
so long as we are prepared to resume the bombing if they violate the 
DMZ or attack the main cities, M he is ready to go along. After all, 
he said, n the problem is not to stop the bombing, but to stop the war, 
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and we must try this path to see if they are serious, u 

On Monday morning, October 14, Secretary Clifford and General 

Wheeler, just back from Europe, were briefed along with Mr. Helms 

* 

and General Maxwell Taylor. It was the strong recommendation of 
Secretary Rusk, Secretary Clifford, and General Wheeler that we 
should proceed on the chance that the shift in Hanoi's position 
representated a possibility of serious movement towards peace -- 
that the risks were low and manageable. 

At 1:30 p.m. on Monday, October 14, I met with all the members 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. We went over the same ground. I polled 
the members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff individually. They concurred 
unanimously. 

We then consulted the other troop contributing countries. They 
all supported the course of action that President Thieu and I had agreed 
was wise. 

We then instructed Harriman and Vance to put the proposition 
to the North Vietnamese, including a meeting with the GVN present 
n the next day. M They had earlier said substantive discussions could 
start the day after the bombing cessation. 
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At this point Hanoi balked. They said the next day was 

4 

impossible. 

We have just had two weeks of very hard negotiations in which 
Hanoi sought the following: 

-- first, a communique in which we accepted the concept that 
a bombing halt was "unconditional. M 

second, a period of -- at first -- "weeks";then two weeks; 
then one week between the bombing halt and the first meeting with 
the GVN present. 

third, a statement about the subsequent talks which would 
elevate them to being a "four-power conference. " This was designed 
to inflate the status of the NLF and greatly embarrass Saigon. 

On our side we insisted that -- although we did not plan to have 
representatives of the government talk about "conditions" -- we would 
not sign a document which said the bombing halt was "unconditional. " 

We insisted that the gap between bombing cessation and the first 
talks could not be more than about 3 days. 

We were prepared to sign a secret minute of our understanding. 


- . 


but only one that was wholly consistent with the facts of the negotiation -- 
one that we were prepared, if necessary, to see published. 
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In a meeting on Sunday afternoon in Paris, October 27, they 
fully met our position. Here is the simple, factual language that we 
have agreed upon. Since it is a secret minute, there should be no 
public discussion of it. But I wish you to know that what we have, 
signed is wholly consistent with the position we have taken in both 
public and in private. 

"The United States will stop all air, naval and artillery 
bombardment and all other acts involving the use of force 

against the entire territory of the DRV as of_hours 

GMT, October _ , 1968. 


"A meeting to find a peaceful settlement to the Vietnam 
problem will be held in Paris on November 2, 1968. The 
DRV has said that the NLF will be present, and the US has 
said that the Republic of Vietnam will be present. Accordingly, 
the meeting will include representatives of the DRV, NLF, RVN 
and US. u 

I wish to underline again the nature of this agreement. 

Hanoi 1 s representatives have said in a written minute, as 
well as directly and orally to us, that they would agree to begin serious 
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talks looking toward peace in Vietnam -- talks which would include 

t 

representatives of the Government of South Vietnam. 

- - We have made it utterly clear to them that a continuation 

of the bombing cessation was dependent, first, on respect for the 

* 

DMZ, and second, upon no attacks on the cities. 

The Soviet Union, which may have played a significant part 
in this negotiation, knows these circumstances intimately. Their 
understanding has been reaffirmed at the highest level in the last 
few days. 

Both Hanoi and Moscow are clear that we shall continue 
reconnaissance of North Vietnam. That is why we agreed to stop only 
M acts of force 11 -- not n acts of war. 11 

As we have always said, there is no obstacle to the NLF having 
an opportunity to express its views on a settlement. But no 
recognition of the NLF is involved. 

That is where we stand. 

It is the universal judgment of our diplomatic and military 
authorities that North Vietnam’s acceptance of GVN participation 
is a major event -- potentially setting the stage for an honorable 
settlement of the war. Many experts felt Hanoi would never do this. 
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Until now Hanoi has endlessly repeated they would never talk to the 
Thieu government. Now there can be no settlement without the assent 
of the constitutional government of Vietnam in Saigon. We have 
consistently maintained that position, because the whole purpose of 
our involvement in this conflict required that the people of South 
Vietnam participate in deciding their own destiny. 

As for the DMZ and the cities, we expect that they will act on 
their understanding that the continuance of the bombing cessation is 
dependent on their restraint. It is important that we not talk publicly 
about these two understandings as formal "conditions. " But you 
should know that we are thoroughly prepared to respond if they 
violate those conditions. General Abrams has standing orders which 
he believes will protect his forces and our allies at the DMZ, should 
a violation be attempted. 

I have consulted a great many military and diplomatic experts 
before making this decision. Every single one recommended this 
course to me before I arrived at a final decision. 

The agreement at which we have arrived is, then, precisely 
the one which -- as I have told all three Presidential candidates — we 
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hkve been seeking in recent months. We have given away nothing 
to reach this agreement. It is wholly consistent with my public 
statements. It contains more, in fact, than we sought in the initial 
instructions to Ambassador Harriman — because we felt it necessary 
tb add, to our earlier instructions about the DMZ, an understanding 
that the bombing cessation could not continue if the cities were 

attacked* 
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